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2.
INFORMATION

Webcasting – what is it and what are the benefits?
2.1
Webcasting is the name given to the broadcasting of a media file (sound and / or video) over the internet. A webcast may either be distributed live, as the event is happening, or on demand, after the event has happened.
2.2
Webcasting is not new. There are councils who have been webcasting their public meetings for many years. In recent years however, a growing number of councils have been providing the public with the opportunity to view their committee meetings online, either whilst they are in progress or after the meeting has taken place, sometimes both.  
2.3
This trend for webcasting has further continued in response to the openness regulations that were introduced by the Government. Other drivers include the increases in broadband speeds, the availability of more sophisticated technologies at lower relative costs and the desire for councils to look for new ways to improve democratic engagement, participation and accountability.

2.4 There are a number of benefits to webcasting meetings, such as:

a. People are provided with easier access to the council’s decision making processes, at a time and place that suits them.
b. It can help alleviate issues where popular or contentious meetings can be viewed by more people, where capacity of the venue could be restrictive.
c. It can be used as a tool to help further promote democratic participation and increase people’s understanding of current issues.

d. A webcasted meeting can help put a final decision into context as it can demonstrate the factors that have been taken into account along the way - this is often something that is overlooked when it is reported and discussed after the event.

What are the factors to take into account when considering webcasting?
2.5 For webcasting to be effective there are a number of factors to take into account:

a. Good video is dependent on good sound. Seeing what is happening is not sufficient.
b. The layout of the room/s to be webcast can influence the technological solution that is required. For example, the position of webcasting equipment, and the location of those that need to be webcast.
c. Knowhow to implement the technology and then operate it once installed.
d. The frequency of meetings to be webcast can have a direct impact on the cost.
e. The availability of funding to invest in the technology and the ongoing costs associated with it is particularly pertinent given the current financial climate.
f.   The likely viewer levels that are going to be achieved – this is an easy factor to overlook but will ultimately determine the end value of any solution implemented.


Webcasting at Kettering Borough Council

2.6 
Kettering Borough Council’s IT service have looked at webcasting before. However, there have been a number of factors that have meant that it has not been a priority.  In order to explain, each of the points in 2.4 above have been expanded on in the table below:
	Factor to consider
	Kettering’s position

	Good audio is required 
	The Council’s microphones are at the end of their life.  Replacements will cost in the region of £20,000 - £40,000 depending on the specification. The Council is maintaining them to extend their life as much as possible. They would however need replacing earlier if they were going to be used to support webcasting. At the moment, there is nothing in the capital programme. 

	Room layout
	The layout of the Council’s meeting rooms is such that either multiple cameras or mobile systems would be needed. This can increase the cost and complexity of the required solution.

	Knowhow to implement and operate the technology
	Kettering Borough Council has the skills to implement webcasting.  However, there would be a natural opportunity cost involved with the allocation of staff time on the project. Given the IT Services current work plan, it is likely that any prospective solution would need to be bought in.  Solutions can be purchased, leased and procured on a pay-as-you go basis.  However, once available, staff time would be required to operate the equipment and software. This use and cost would therefore be proportionate to the number of meetings webcast.

	The availability of funding
	There is no provision in the budget for webcasting solutions.  Further costs have been provided in section 5 of this report. The upgrade to sound is seen as arguably the biggest priority, but there are plenty of other pressures on the IT and meeting rooms budgets. 

	Likely viewer levels
	There is no doubt that the philosophy behind webcasting is good. However, in practice many councils appear to have relatively low viewing figures.  More work is being carried out to get more insight into this. It is expected that more data will be available at the meeting in order to help inform debate.


Other considerations
2.7 The Council has recently upgraded the visual projection equipment in the Council chamber. This was considered a high priority as the screen and projectors are used in a variety of meetings of often an essential part of the committee process, such as in Planning Committee meetings.
2.8 The Council has also upgraded and rationalised parts of its audio system ahead of the next stage of the upgrade.  The next upgrade will involve procurement of new microphone equipment for the Council Chamber.  As these systems are very expensive so colleagues in the IT service are working hard to extract every ounce of life out of the current equipment.
2.9 If a webcasting solution was going to be looked at in more detail, it would be important to establish which meetings members would want to webcast.  For example:
· Full Council

· Executive meetings making decisions 
· All meetings – scrutiny included 

· All forums and task and finish groups. 

3.
CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT
3.1
The customer impact of webcasting will be in many ways be measured by the number of people who are likely to view webcasts and get further engaged in the democratic process as a result. It is anticipated that more data will be made available at the meeting to indicate the viewing figures of other council webcasts.
4.
POLICY IMPLICATIONS

4.1 If the Council were to take further steps to implement webcasting, then it would need to carefully consider the budgetary and service implications of the funding required.
5.
USE OF RESOURCES
5.1
The Council does not have any provision in its 2016/17 budget for the provision of any form of webcasting of the Council’s meetings.

5.2
The exact costs of implementing and operating a webcasting system will depend on which solution is implemented.  However, some initial cost estimates of implementing a typical web-casting solution are as follows:


Upgrade of microphones and receivers:

£20,000 to £ 40,000


Fixed or mobile camera units:


£3,000   to £10,000

Encoder and recording unit



£3,000   to £5,000
Computer:





£2,000
Server / hosting space (annual)


£5,000 +
Implementation costs




£5,000 +
5.3
In addition to the capital costs above, specialist webcasting software would also be required. The cost of this would very much depend on the solution chosen. Once a webcasting solution is in place, there would be an additional revenue cost requirement for staff or a contractor to set up and maintain the equipment, operate the software and carry out any required post-editing work, for example, preparing video for on-demand viewing.  The table below provides a very rough idea of the potential time commitments that could be involved.
	Time in hours
	Meeting

Frequency
	Prep time
	Set-up
	Film time
	Editing / Review
	Total Time (hrs)

	Executive
	11
	2
	2
	2
	7
	143

	Council
	7
	2
	2
	2
	7
	91

	Plan-Policy
	6
	2
	2
	2
	7
	78

	Planning
	12
	2
	2
	2
	7
	156

	M&A
	5
	2
	2
	2
	7
	65

	R&D
	5
	2
	2
	2
	7
	65


5.4
The hours and costs involved would very much depend on the frequency of meetings and the level of skill required from the operative.  The editing / review time commitment could be reduced through the use of software. In the example illustrated in the table in 5.3, a total of 598 hours per annum could result in a minimum revenue cost in the region of £8,000 - £10,000. This assumes however that there is a person with the hours available to cover the meetings.
5.5
Initial enquiries indicate that there are potential pay-as-you-go options that could be deployed at a value of £150 per hour of use.  However, this would also require operator time and training and the performance of ‘lower end’ systems is questionable.
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1.	PURPOSE OF REPORT





To present information and considerations in relation to potentially webcasting the Council’s public meetings on its website.











6.	RECOMMENDATION





The committee’s views are sought.


	











